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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The archaeoloJical rama:tna· of an eipteenth-century ard:ln.ary known as Wiley'• 
Tavem • 

These remains COU8ist of a t:wenty,-foot ~y twenty...-four-foot field stone 
foundation with an end clii:mney~ The area is· cuttently- covered by a lawn 

• 
Photographs taken ~ 1924 and 1936 indicate tlaat Vilay'• Tavern vaa a oue-and­

one-half atory log structure with a wood shingled ~of•: (l'hotoa~l and 2 ). • Local 
residents. indicate. that the tavern interior ·conauted of one large ~oom with an 

· overhead loft. A wooden lean-to was located :tmaedi&telT adjacent to t.be tavern. · 

The tavern and . lean-to collapsed :tn the 19.50. ts and the a6ave-ground debris. was 
removed. The area was planted :tn law. A Vfrgillia lsaearch Center for Archaeology 
archaeological survey of t&.a property in 1978 located· the intact foundation .reJIIBina 
of the tavern. The. Slieia:t naul8, cons.tructed :tn 1932~:ts located nearby, (Photo 3). 

___ , ________ -.... ___ ,.., __ _,... __ , __ _ -----·-··--· --~~.--------------



-~------.----

I 
) 
\ 

------,,.. -·-- - ,,...,._,.._....,.,. ..... Jl .. _,J~----,-~------------ --....~ .... -.. ----- --·--
II SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE·· CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

-PIU:HISTORIC --ARCHECJLUGY·PREHtSTORIC -COMMUNITY Pl.ANNING -LAHOSCAl"EARCHIT£CTURE _MUGIOM 

-14()0.14119 ~RCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC -CONSll'IVATION _u.w _.SCIENCE 

-1000-1699 ---AGRICULTURE !fCONOMICS -UTERATURE -SCULPT'Ufll 

-1800·11111 ARCHITECTURE -EDUCATION ~IUTARY -IOCIALIMUMANITAfllAH 

:X:_1700.1799 -ART -ENGINEERING -MUSIC -THEATER 
:z:_1800-'889 ..koMMERCE -lXPLORATIONl&ITTUMENT ...PHILOSOPHY -111ANSl'0RTATJ0N 

-1900- -COMMUNICATIONS _JNQUSTllY -POUllCSIGOVl:RNMfNT -DTHlflllP£QFV) 

-INVENTION 

SPECIFIC OATES 1781 BUILDER/ARCHITECT William Wiley 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Eighteenth. century Wiley's Tavern, an archaeofogical. site in BaU.f ax County, 
figured ,prolllinently in one of the ilost strategic .mi.11,.tary manauvere of the American 
Revolution. The Tavern nrved alternately as the.headquarters of the British General 
Charles Lord Cornwallia and his American counte-rpart, General KathaniAtl Greene, during 
the decisive milita-ry rrt-ratagea known as the J.etreat to the Dan River. 1.'be Wiley's 
Tavern site symbolizes for the people of Halifax County their area's moat aigni.ficant 
historical event, a faat which.. prevented the cOJQPlete devastation of the .American 
ai:my in the South.., Thus, archaeological excavation of the Wll.ey' a Tavern aite would 
reveal architectural and artifactua1·. data potentially capable of reconstructing the 
setting in which. Halifax County played ita moat stgnif icant role in the history of 
the Ame-rican nation. lforeove:r, data would be gained on the construction aud operation 
of a oack country·. colou:tal tavern which could serve to generate comparative studies 
nth previously· exca,,ated tavarns in cities- like Will!amaburg 9 Alexandria and 
l'hiladelphia. Because Wlleyts Tavern is located 
near the North Carol:tna line, archaeological excavation should reveal valuable re­
searcli.data a6out :tnter-colouial trade. 

Outbuildings aucb. aa a kitchen, dairy, amokehouse, stable and graiDhouae were 
usually preaent adjacent to the ordinary itaelf. Although the archaeologica1 remairul 
of such structures vsra not located during the 1978 V1lCA survey, they are expected 
to be preaen.t within the namin:ated acreage. Because minor utilitarian outbui.ldings 
were usually pulled down or allowed to decay as ,nodern waya of life rendered them 
useless·, t&ey are a relati.Yely ,mdocumented page in American vernacular architectural 
h:tstory. Bare, hi.stor:tcal archaeology can 111ab one of ite most aign.1£:1.cant contri­
butions. Fo-r that Teaaou, the Wiley's Tavern site and its surrounding yardscape 
and outbuildings sitea ahould be preserved for future study with National Beg:1.ater 
rec·ogniticm being an initial atep taward that goal. 

... 
William Wiley acquired approld.mately 2,000 ac:res of Halifax County 1aDcl in the 

lliddle of the eighteenth century iu a location nea1: modernclay TubtJaville. By January 
1771 he waa operating an ordinary on the Dan liver near Boyd's and lr.tn'• Ferri.ea, 

through Halifax County. Kecei.pta for trans­
actions at Wiley's 'ravem indicate that he wu 1ell,ing rua and l~~~. sup% to the 
public as early aa January 11th of that year. Wiley next appeared ill the historic 
record on April 28, 1774 when he advertised· :1.1\ Purdie and Dizon'• Williamburg 
Virginia Gazette that he had taken up a numtier of free-rumdug swine, wld.ch he would 
detain ill Halifax until tliey were clai'Md. 

(See Continuation . Sheet Jl). 
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William Wiley apparently neglected ta obt:ain a liceuae to keep a tavern..,··au 
omiaaion which by November 1779 reaulted in hie be:lna aUIIIIIODed before the local. 
Justicea and charged with selliDa liquor illegally. Bia failure to license h~• 
tavern may have been deliberate. Because the law trad:tt:l.onally gave fen')'ll8n a mono­
poly on tavern operation within a ten mile radius of their crossings and Viley'a 
Tavern waa only four llilea froa Irwin' a Jerry aud aeven ailea from Boyd' a reny t 
vb1ch had a licensed t•vern, perhapa Wiley would have bee1I 1111&ble to obtain a lice11&e. 
Moreover., the licensing of a tavern required the poating of a aubatantial bond •• wll 
as the annual purchaae of a liceDSe, financial obligation.a which may have been d1f fi­
cult. if not 1mpoaaible, for William Wiley, given the nral economy of el.ghteenth 
century Halifax County. 

Although the larger eighteenth century taveru, usually in urbail areu., 11J8re 
-run with a aizeable •ta.ff of aervanta ancl slaves, tlie lllljorit:y of rural taverna were 
anall. Many of these couut'l'J' taverna had been private reaiden.cea first. They 
usually bad a large CCJIIIIIDU room on the first floor, with one or more bedrooma :l.n an 
overhead loft. Wiley's Tavern, according to oral tradition, precisely fits th1a 
architectural description. 

In aaller taverna .family lllabera 1JSually vatted upon the gu.eata, with the uaia- · 
tance of household slaves. According to the 1790 census, WUU.811 wu.,.•a household 
consisted of four white adults and eleven Negro alavea, a group winch would have 
been capable of operating a busy taven. · 

William Wiley' a tavern would have served aa a center of commercial and social 
activity during the eighteenth century, as countr, tavernatypically di.cl when the)l 
ware located &loug well traveled routes. However, it waa not until February 1781 
that Williaa Wiley' a ordina:ry attained its greatest historical significance. It wu 
aucceaaively occupied by tba leaders of both the British and American am:l.aa during 
the military action known as.the Retreat to the Dan. 

Pollowing the American army's crushing defeat in Camden, South Carolina. in 
August 1780 under the leaderabip of General Borat:Lo Gates, General Batbam.al Greene 
was placed in charge of the .American Army in the Southern. Department, aaaumin& 
COlllll&nd on Dec:maber 3, 1780. Although 2,300 men had survived Gate~• defeat. Greene 
wrote to the Connender-:ln-Chief I George Waah:tngtou that ouly 800 of these man were 
properi::, clothed aud equipped for duty. Greene had hopecl to acquire new rec::JH&taa 
from Virginia but learned that the British held both Jlorfolk and Portsmouth 8114 that 
Virginia IJ88 absorbed in her own defenae. 

Greene called a Couucil of Wu at Salisbury, North Caroli.na. The officera pre­
sent unauimoualy asreed that another direct confrontation with Cornwallia'• superior 
£ore•• would totally annihilate the remainder of the Southern Army. therefore, 
Craene elected to withdrawhia a~ across the Dan liver in Virginia• out of reach 
of the British, a plan know 1n the documentary racori as the Betraat to the Dan. 

,.. .. ................ __ 01.- ...... • ,,, 
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Colonel Edward Carrinaton was sent ahead to Virginia to procure a number of boats 
at Irwin's and Boyd's Ferries to transport the army across the Dan lliver. General 
Thaddeus Xosciusko, the Polish patriot and 'ililicary engineer. ~egan prepa~ina for­
tificationa to cover the crosaiug. Greene aelected ColcmelsWilliama, Carriq~n. 
Haward, Waah1:naton,and Lee to command the 800 light troops assigned to caver t:he 
retreat of the main body. General And.raw Pickens wu aaaipecl f.o follow 1D Coru­
wallis' s wake, cutting off his c011111Unications and supply TOUtBwith the Br1.t1sh forces 
in South Carolina. Pickens was also to recruit mil~tia alona th• way. 

On February 10, 1781 the Retreat to the Dan cO'IIIID8DCed. Greene aet out on a fast­
paced eighty mile-march uorth toward _Boyd'• Feny, Virsim.a. CornwalU.a puraued. 'rb• 
British burned their baasage to avoid being hindered by it. assuming that they could 
live off the land. Pickeaa, aweepins behind. cut them off &om their aource of ammu-
nition in South Carolina. · 

Because it was the season for spring flooding, Cornwall.1.a expected the American 
troops to cross the l>aa liver to th• west. :ln the ahallOW8 of it• upper regioa. 
Colonel Willia:ma, realizing this, lDDVed bis forcea westward, holding the attention of 
the Britiah army. Meanwhile, Greene retreated 111 a direct line to Boyd's Ferzy, 
arriving there on February 13> 1781. ·To facilit:atethe river crossing the American 
troops split into two aroups, one crossiug at ~oyd'• Ferry and the other foux miles 
upstream at Irwin's Ferry, using the boats provided by the people of Halifax County. 
By February 14th Greene's umy was established in the breucworka coastructed. by lCoa­
ciusko on the northern. l,anlt of the Dan. 

Cornwallis arrived at the Dan's southern bank and discovered that the Amarican. 
army had escaped to safety acrose the swollen river. Be uaed. as hi.a headqu.rtera 
Wiley's Tavern, which was ut of the range of Amarican fire. 

~eornwallis's Order Book, chrouicling h:la pursuit of Greene's al"JQ' ahowa that .. 
iaaued orders from hia ''Headquarters_,. Wiley.' a Bouse. 15th February, 1781. nl Be · 
ordered the i.aDediate 'Withdrawal of his men to Borth Caroli.na. 

By February 17th the last British troops had left the Boyd's Ferry area. General 
Nathaniel Greene recrossed the Dau River and on February 23~d ma.de Wiley's TaYern 

·his headquarters. The American army followed and moved toward GuiUord Courthouse 
for a major confrontation with Coruwallists troops. 'rbe American Forces wer~ streng­
thened considerably by Halifax County recruits. Although the British gained the 
victory in the ensuing battle, their anrJ was sreatly depl.eted of offic:are, aen 
and ammunition.which greatly contributed to their conclusive defeae at Yorktown. 

(S.ee Continuation Sheet #3) 
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W1l.ey's Tavern continued to function as an ordinary throughout the remainder of 
the eighteenth century. Its ownership was conveyed from William W:1ley to his son 
and then passed into the Pate family for two generations. The tavern property was 
subsequently acquired by the Owena, who after three consecutive generations of 
ownership sold the tavern land to !tis preeent owner• (Figure 1) • 

Wiley's Tavern, which served alternately aa the field headquarters of both 
Cornwallis and Greene, ayllll»oliaes for the people of Halifax County the contribution 
thea ancestors made toward the winning of the American Bevolution, as it was Bal.if ax 
County's men and boats that tumed the American army's retreat into a ncto:r:y. NJ 
such, Wiley's Tavern Tepresents· a significant 1101Dent in .American history. '.Che in­
clusion of Wiley's Tave:rn in the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National. Register 
of Historic Places wolll.cl recogni.ze this aspect of Ral:tfa% County's cultural her:l.tage. 

'l1te tavern site i8, to many Halifax County citizens, a tang:l.ble syiabol of their 
area's contribution to American liberty. As well, these remain• could yield im­
portant architectural and archaeological data abcuta little-stud:l.ed aspect of 
colon:lal life, the 6acli.: country tavern. Therefore they should be p2eserved. 

1. The Order Book. of Lord Cornwallis,. reprinted in appendix of E.V. Carouthers 
The British kmyin North.Carolina in 17811 P• 411. 
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